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CHAPTER 4 

A dulthood is a time for achieving productive 
vocations and for sustaining close relationships at 

home and in the community. These aspirations are 
readily attainable for adults who are mentally healthy. 
And they are within reach for adults who have mental 
disorders, thanks to major strides in diagnosis, 
treatment, and service delivery. 

This chapter reviews the current state of knowledge 
about mental health in adults, along with selected 
mental disorders: anxiety disorders, mood disorders, 
and schizophrenia. These disorders are highlighted 
largely because of their prevalence in the population 
and the burden of illness associated with each. The 
chapter then turns to service delivery, describing the 
effective organization and range of services for adults 
with the most severe mental disorders. It also reviews 
an array of other services and supports designed to 
provide comprehensive care beyond ‘the formal 
therapeutic setting. 

Chapter Overview 
Mental health in adulthood is characterized by the 
successful performance of mental function, enabling 
individuals to cope with adversity and to flourish in 
their education, vocation, and personal relationships. 
These are the areas of functioning most widely 
recognized by the mental health field. Yet, from the 
perspective of different cultures, these measures may 
define the concept of mental health too narrowly. As 
noted in Chapter 2, many groups, particularly ethnic 
and racial minority group members, also emphasize 
community, spiritual, and religious ties as necessary for 
mental health. The mental health profession is 
becoming more aware of the importance of reaching 
out to other cultures; an innovation termed 
“linguistically and culturally competent services” is 

ADUTS AND MENTAL HEALTH 

pertinent both to the field’s conception of mental health 
and to the diagnosis and treatment of mental disorders. 

An assortment of traits or personal characteristics 
have been viewed as contributing to mental health, 
including self-esteem, optimism, and resilience (Alloy 
& Abramson, 1988; Seligman, 199 1; Institute of 
Medicine [IOM], 1994; Beardslee & Vaillant, 1997). 
These and related traits are seen as sources of personal 
resilience needed to weather the storms of stressful life 
events. 

Stressful life events in adulthood include the 
breakup of intimate romantic relationships, death of a 
family member or friend, economic hardship, role 
conflict, work overload, racism and discrimination, 
poor physical health, accidental injuries, and 
intentional assaults on physical safety (Holmes & Rahe, 
1967; Lazarus & Folkman, 1984; Kreiger et al., 1993). 
Stressful life events in adulthood also may reflect past 
events. Severe trauma in childhood, including sexual 
and physical abuse, may persist as a stressor into 
adulthood, or may make the individual more vulnerable 
to ongoing stresses (Browne & Finkelhor, 1986). 
Although some kinds of stressful life events are 
encountered almost universally, certain demographic 
groups have greater exposure and/or vulnerability to 
their cumulative impact. These groups include women, 
younger adults, unmarried adults, African Americans, 
and individuals of lower socioeconomic status (Ulbrich 
et al., 1989; McLeod & Kessler, 1990; Turner et al., 
1995; Miranda & Green, 1999). 

Anxiety disorders are the most prevalent mental 
disorders in adults (Regier et al., 1990). The anxiety 
disorders affect twice as many women as men. A broad 
category, anxiety disorders include panic disorder, 
phobias, obsessive-compulsive disorder, post-traumatic 
stress disorder, and generalized anxiety disorder, 
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